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Observe the Sons of Ulster Talking Themselves
To Death
Kathleen Heininge
Within Irish drama of the late 20'h century, the use of language
as a marker for lrishness begins to shift away from a focus on
accents and Hiberno-English, towards a use of language that
attempts to actually establish new truths: truths about relationships and alliances, truths about history, truths about memory,
and especially truths about identity. Language becomes the very
means of change and hope, in drama that has become concerned with the use of language not as signifier of nation but as
reiteration of the stories that might be able to change through
that reiteration. What is 'true' is no longer shaped by someone
else's language, but by the incantatory retelling and recasting of
stories in versions particularized by individuals. The words
themselves become a means for an imposition of identity.
Language is not only the tool, but also the subject for discussion and performance. \'Vhereas some others, including Tom
Murphy, Christina Reid, and Enda Walsh, have concluded that
language does indeed change at least the perception of truth,
Frank McGuinness, in Observe the J ons of Ulster Marching Towards
the Somme (1985), concludes that language cannot always succeed in its efforts to create a new reality. A play in which eight
men try to come to terms with the events leading up to the
Battle of the Somme in France during WWI, The Sons of Uifter
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shows us that language may be able to change personal identity,
but it can never change history, desirable though that may be.
J. L. Austin, in How To Do Thing.r f¥/ith Words, distinguishes
between two different kinds of speech: that which relates information and that which performs an action. The latter he
r~fers to a~ 'performative' speech, and he goes on to identify
dtfferent kinds of performative language. 'Illocutionary' speech
acts do what they say they are doing in the moment of speech,
such as saying 'I do' in a wedding ceremony and with those
words, marrying. 'Perlocutionary' speech acts cause effects as a
result of being spoken; shouting 'Fire' in a theatre does not
cause ~he fire, but does result in people leaving that theatre.
Illocut10nary speech acts perform the action and perlocutionary
speech. acts lea~ to a~ action. N on-performative speech simply
relates 1?fo.rmat10n, wtthout actually creating or causing actions.
Austm tndicates that the performative utterance, an uttera~ce that does an action rather than simply relates information,
:'Tlll be '~ollow or void if said by an actor on the stage' 1 because
1t loses 1ts force of performing an action; he claims that such
utterances ~re 'parasitic' upon the normal use of performative
lan~uage. Insh speech on stage, however, constitutes a performattve utter~nce that is not at all hollow or void, but is very
mu.ch the J?nd of performative utterance, the speech act, of
whtch Austm speaks. Austin is correct that in much drama the
utterance is merely mimetic, relating information about a ~ub
ject in varied ways. Within Irish drama, however, the very
enactment of speech establishes identity with each reiteration
:bus constitu~ng the performative. The action that is performed
1s the establishment of identity, and the reiteration of that
identity eventually brings about a new understanding of Irishness. As David Cairns points out:
The strugg-le to interpellate individuals into particular groups,
and thereby tnto accepting a particular outlook upon life, soctety, h1story, goes on unceasingly, de-interpellated from one
group and re-interpellated into another, and the means
through which this constitution of tbe subject takes place is
through discourse.2
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He argues that the struggle for power is based upo? th~ struggle
to be identified or interpellated, and that power 1s wtelded by
those who control the 'discourse' of that interpellation. He also
points out, however, that those who manage to control the
terms of that discourse often find themselves 'trapped and
overcome' bv that same discourse. A seizure of the discourse,
of the mean~ of interpellation, is a consequent seizure of the
narrative and, as Benedict Anderson understands, 'Identity ...
because 'it can not be "remembered", must be narrate d~·tn
order for community to be established. The very act of narration becomes a form of interpellation, the speech act that the
playwrights in the later part of th~ century h.ave turned to;
community is established and identity can be mstated. When
the narrative is co-opted, it must be repeated often, as though
the very performance of the new narration can have the power
to erase the narrative that came before, and can create new
meaning, a process of which Victor Turner speaks. He claims
that performance 'completes' an experience, and through
performance, "'meaning" is squeezed out of an event' and
allows for 'penetrative, imaginative understanding'. 4 The
repeated expression or performance of an experience :Vill allow
the experience to be completed, so that th.ose wh~ w~tness the
experience may glean cathartic understandmg: reality 1s shaped
through this completion.
.
.
Observe the Sons of Ulster Marching Towards the Somme mvest1gates both of these uses of language. Pyper and the ~thers
interpellate themselves according to various truths, trymg to
arrive at an identity that fits, and trying to seize some control
over the situation in which they find themselves. Pyper also
attempts to glean new understanding of the events by ~eliving
them and the narrative frame that is used in the play, wtth Old
Pype; telling the story of Young Pyper, serves to indicate that
one telling will never be enough to change the truth. Joan
FitzPatrick Dean discusses both of these concepts under the
rubric of 'self-dramatization,' arguing that many of the forms of
meta-theatricality within the play function similarly (see this
anthology). I argue the two uses of language, interpellation and
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re-enactment, function very differently, although to a similar
end: a stipulation of a new understanding of truth.

Interpellation
In situating the play in France before the Battle of the Somme,
McGuinness sets his characters up to be forced to explore
identity and relationships. The 36'h Battalion was comprised
primarily of volunteers from Ulster, untrained men who were
largely drawn from the Ulster Volunteer Force. The eight men
in the play are part of this battalion, and have just arrived in
France to fight in the British army. Finding that they are given
little direction and no introduction, they don't know where they
are to sleep or what kind of training they will be receiving,
patiently awaiting some kind of instruction. They have become
outsiders, seeking a common ground, united in their sameness
against the foreignness of France and the British army, when at
home in Northern Ireland they may never have encountered
each other; the enemy, as Helen Lojek has pointed out, is external to them, providing a sense of unity where there had been
none before 5 •
In the section McGuinness titles 'Initiation,' these eight men
begin to try to establish a sense of community, seeking through
interpellation the hierarchy of relationships. Relying on the
things that they have in comn10n, they negotiate identity for
themselves as individuals
themselves as a group.
terms
continue to shift, as they 'reinterpeleach other.
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right away. Each of these relationships is interrogated through
interpellation, as if the relationships themselves can be understood best as long as they are articulated.
The visual is instantly proven to be only half-right: when the
men attack Cra\vford because he looks like he is Catholic, he
insists that they are wrong, although later we find that he is
'half-Catholic,' to the best of his knowledge. When Pyper demands that they all notice the fineness of his skin, he subverts
that fineness with the contarnination of blood. When Roulston
comes in, Pyper recognizes him as does Craig, but they only s~e
their memorv of Roulston as a preacher, failing to see that tl:ns
is not Rouls~on's full identity anymore. The visual fails and so
they turn to the verbal. The efforts to articulate, however, seem
to verify the elusiveness of the delineations that the men are so
desperate to reify: as they try harder and harder to stipulate who
is on which side, the lines between the sides become more and
more ambiguous 7 , and the terms for interpelladon continue to
shift. The determination of which binary will take precedence
depends on the individuals: religion (Roulston and Cr~wf~rd),
sexuality (Pyper and Craig), region (Anderson and Mcilwame),
or history (N1oore and Millen).
Pyper is deemed by the men to be crazy because he attempts
to interpellate himself as everything simultaneously. Defymg
categorization, he adopts both sides of each binary, eluding the
efforts of the others to stipulate identity. When Craig first
enters, Pyper keeps calling him 'sir,' as though postulating his
own inferiority, until Craig reminds him that they are the same
rank 8 • But when Millen and Moore enter, Pyper interrogates
them as though he were an officer, insisting:
... you will learn to conduct yourself with respect, respect
for this army, respect for your position in this army, andrespect for all other position above you. Since there are no
ranks beneath you, you will never be at ease agam until you
leave this army. Do you understand that clearly?9

He is both the position of authority and of subordination, and
in his playfulness it is impossible to determine which, if either,
position is the 'real' one. Pyper tells the men, 'I have never
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work in my life' to explain his 'remarkably fine
"''"''-'w, and yet he tells of nearly starving to death in France
because of his poverty, occupying both the position of upper
class and that of lower class; again, the truth is difficult to
determine, and he appears to be playing at both positions. He
establishes himself as Protestant, but tells them an outlandish
story about marrying a Papist whore (out of curiosity). The
conceit of the story brings into question both his Protestantism
and his sexuality: he clearly takes neither seriously. He smokes,
a~d he doesn't smoke. He babbles about being 'Fit for dying.
F1t for the grave. Fit for pushing up the daisies' 11 , and then
babbles about the rightness of the war they are there to fight;
both stances seem to be mocking, and it remains unclear what
~e trul~ believes. In positioning himself everywhere, he positlons h1mself nowhere. As Eamonn Jordan notes, 'With role
playing, it is easier to distinguish between accepted, imposed,
rejected,
misunderstood, residual and emergent versions of
12
sel£' • The men determine that he is a 'mad bastard' 13, confused
by the alternating loyalist and defeatist rhetoric that comes from
his mouth. Moore tries to admit Pyper to the ranks of the
others, saying at one point, 'Even Pyper has admitted that he's
14
one of our own kind' , but Pyper eludes that identity, and the
men are ill at ease with him.
By the third section, 'Pairings,' the interpellation of identity
appears to be somewhat cemented. On leave in Ireland the
men have ~aired up and attempt to resolve the issues that,they
each feel will allow them to face their impending deaths. Pyper,
the sc~dpto~, has paired with Craig, who challenges him to
recone1le h1s duality.
Pyper, saying that he is 'Flesh. Stone.
15
David. Goliath' , insists that he cannot create, that he can only
destroy. He remembers his time in France, and The Whore who
is dead because of him, telling Craig:
I couldn't look at my life's work, for when I saw mv hands
working they were not mine but the hands of my a~cestors,
interfering, and I could not be rid of that interference. I
could not create. I could only preserve. Preserve mv t1esh
and blood, what I'd seen, what I'd learned. It wasn;t enough.
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I was contaminated. I smashed my sculpture and I rejected
.
any woman who woul d contmue
my. bree d.16

He tells Craig that he joined the army so that he ~ould h~ve the
last laugh at his ancestors, who made him '~uffie1ently d1ffere~t
to believe I was unique, when my true uruqueness lay only tn
how alike them I really was.' 17 He cannot escape ~he many
dualities in his life: he is like all of his ancestors, not JUSt. son:e
of them, having incorporated all the qualities ~f the Insh 1n
Ulster; the duality itself is tearing him apart (as lt te.ars ~rel~nd
apart), and he alone cannot be interpellated. Even ~1s reJeCtion
of that duality fails him, however; he comes from h1s anc.estors
and cannot avoid that, but just as he believes he ha: t~rm~nated
his line, unable to recreate himself, he finds that. Cra1g h1ms~lf
·
'I. am you' .18 Even the duality_ of
occurs 1n
ad m1ts,
. creat1on
.
Pyper: he is from and he has become .. S1g~1ficantly, however,
Pyper, the one who refuses interpellat1on, 1s the only one to
live.
The other characters, however, albeit conflicted, are mo~e
easilv interpellated. Although their relations shift, they re.mam
within the confines of the categories that they have established
in a way that Pyper seems to avoid. Millen and. Moore, clearly
established as friends, attempt to work out the1r fear of de~th
by crossing and re-crossing a bridge; they are both workmg
class, Protestant though somewhat secularly so, ~nd lack t~e
contradictions inherent in the other men, making ~oore s
terror more poignant. Crawford and Roulston, more smcerely
re lig1·0 u s and devout, are both in France to redefine themselves,
. .
as are manv of the characters (see Dean). These two umte 1n
their conte~pt of the other men, believing at first that they are
both above the nonsense perpetuated by Pyper especi~lly .. Only
when Crawford dares to humiliate Roulston by brawling 1n the
church does Roulston realize that he is not actually the next
Messiah, and thus each is reconciled to the slaughter they .anticipate. Anderson and Mcilwaine, Belfast thugs, go to the F1eld
to re-enact the celebrations of the Twelfth of] uly, unhappy at
missincr the events that are so dear to their Protestant hearts.
The a~biguity that lies in them is their desperation to let the
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lambeg drums drown out the noises that fill their heads otherwise, the noise of fear and death, and the sense that the drums
are inadequate to the task that awaits them on their return to
France.

Better-trained soldiers might have been able to recognize
that the plan was unworkable, and would have adapted; rather
than running straight into the German guns through open
fields, for example, they would have taken cover along the sides
of the fields; rather than adjusting the gunfire further forward in
prescribed increments that presumed advance, the British
gunners would have held their aim at the place where the actual
fighting was; rather than assuming that the earlier bombing had
destroyed the German forces, leaving the territory safe for
advance, there might have been some reconnaissance that could
have told them that an open attack was unfeasible. There are
many possibilities, according to war historians, but in general
two things are agreed upon: the Battle of the Somme represents
the greatest defeat in British history, resulting in 400,000 casualties, greater than those sustained by the British in the Korean,
Boer, and Crimean wars combined; and the blind obedience of
the forces helped lead to the decimation of the 36'h Battalion.
McGuinness establishes the lack of training in the first
scene when there is no one to tell the new recruits what to
'
expect or how they will be trained. They must establish their
own authority. Clearly the authority of which the military is the
epitome is called into question here, perhaps reflecting the
colonial situation itself. The volunteers for Ulster went ahead
and obeyed the very authority that they mock so relentlessly,
despite their awareness that they are heading for death in doing
so. They mock the authority in their relations with each other,
in trying to order each other around (each of them having a
hand in it at some point in the play), in mocking the Battle of
Scarva (Anderson trying to 'direct the play' and growing frustrated when they don't adhere to his direction), in mocking the
Easter Rising and its results. The men try to establish a new
cycle of authority with their words and with their play. In 'Initiations,' the men keep mistaking each other for figures of
authority, unable to recognize the authority that they are somehow seeking. Moore and Millen, discussing their imminent
return to France, note that the top brass is the only thing that
can get them to return, as the brass is the ultimate authority: 'If
they order me to fall?' Moore asks, and Millen tells him, relent-

'!'he interpellation of authority figures large in this section.
Judith. Butler insists that the hegemonic speaker position is
es.sentlal to. the position of interpellation, that only someone
wlth authonty can actually interpellate identity, but that this is
not necessarily so within the performative. In the performative,
~ language that performs an action, the individual who speaks
1s allotted agency simply because of the use of language, and she
su~ests th~t the use of language by a figure who lacks authority
pomts out how what Uanguage] creates is also what it derives
19
from elsewhere'. In the meta-theatricality of the men 's perfor~ance of authonty, then, McGuinness is questioning the
pos1tlon of the men's ability to interpellate themselves at all.
One of the ironies within McGuinness's choice of the
So~me as the setting of his play lies in the position of the
sold1ers w1thin the hierarchy of the British army, an army that is
both fore1gn and national to these men. Various historical
theories suggest different implications behind this fact. 20 Some
feel that the UVF had already provided some semblance of
training for its men, and so the army could take advantage of
men who were not entirely ignorant of battle conditions; others
feel that the UVF was targeted for the battle as an act of political murder: although the eventual Union was thought to be at
least partly ~ .reward for these lost lives, the suspicion remained
that the B~1t1sh were attempting to mitigate the 'problem' of
haV1ng an illegal Irish group remaining in power once the Un1on had been achieved. Most theorists deny such forethought
however, c~ncluding .that the results of the battle were simpl;
due to ternble planrung and to a lack of proper training. As
th~r~ was lit~e time to prepare the troops for the battle, the
trrurung cons1sted primarily of how to use a gun and how to
o~ey orders unquestioningly. The order that was given was to
stick to the plan given, under every circumstance without
consideration of whether or not the plan was a good' one. The
plan was most notably not a good one.
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lessly, 'You fall.' But later, Moore rejects that dynamic, and
attempts to assert his own authority, recognizing that the authority of the top brass is just as inadequate for him as the
lambeg drums are for Mcllwaine.
Moore: You'll never lead me again. I'm on my own here,
you're on your own there. That's the way it should be.
Moore: You did, I did, they did.
Millen: Top brass?
Moore: No such thing. Top brass are supposed to give orders. You follow orders. But orders are only orders when
you follow them.
Millen: If you've stopped following orders, stay where you
are.
Moore: I haven't stopped following orders. I've started giving them.
Millen: Who put you there?
Millen: You want me to leave?
Moore: No. (pa11se.) Wait for me.
Millen: Why should I? You seem to think I know nothing.
Moore: You know enough.
Millen: I don't know you.
Moore: Who led me? Who saved me?
Millen: Who?
Moore: Thanks.22

In establishing himself as the new authority, Moore becomes a
stranger to Millen. The words, however, clearly fail, in that all
the men still attend to the words that come from authority, the
orders from the 'top brass' which send them out to war. While
they may have managed to save themselves before the larger
battle, their very deaths have been interpellated by the 'top
brass,' that figure of authority, obviating all other interpellations
that they have tried to make with and about each other. The
E lder Pyper also seems to recognize this, as he says at the
beginning: 'In the end, we were not led, we led ourselves.m The
only one of the eight who lives is Pyper, who is reliving it all
again, against his will. He is the one who mocked the very act of
interpellation, refusing to be interpellated himself and so placing himself in every position, in each binary. The Elder Pyper,

however, at the end of the play, has reconciled himself to one
reality, to one truth, that of Ulster.
Reiteration
The frame of the play is the narration of the Elder Pyper, who
is forced to re-enact the events leading up to the battle for a
reason that he does not understand. Reluctant, he protests,
'Again. As always, again. Why does this persist? What more
have we to tell each other? I remember nothmg today. Absolutely nothing.' 24 Outraged by the need to relive it all again,. he
recognizes the power that words will have over his memones,
over the truth:
I do not understand your insistence on my remembrance.
I'm being too mild. I am angry at your demand that I continue to probe. Were you not there in a~ your dark glory?
Have you no conception of the horror? D1d 1t not touch you
at all? A passion for horror disgusts me: I have seen horror.
There is nothing to tell you. Those willing to talk to you .of
that day, to remember for your sake, to forg1ve you, they mvent as freely as they wish. I am not one of them. I will not
talk I will not listen to you. Invention gives that slaughter
sha~e. That scale of horror has no shape, as you in your
darkness have no shape. Your actions that day were not, they
are not acceptable. You have no right to excuse that suffering, parading it for the benefit of others. 25

He knows that the very reiteration of the story will give it
shape, will simply allow it to be t.rue in a new way, and he refuses to give it that power, knowmg that the horror was con:plete in itself, opposing efforts to make sense of the story. H~s
refusal to participate, however, must also call mto ~uestwn h1s
perspective: What is he trying to do? How reliable 1s h1s memory? What does he believe will change_? He :vornes abo~t the
reliability of others' memories, of the1r mver:twn, but he knows
that there is no need to invent. He recogruzes that w1th each
retelling, the truth becomes more diffus~ .and impossible to
access, but although he hates the idea of glVmg. the story shap~,
in his blindness it is all he can do. The only thmg he can see 1s
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the ghosts of those he was with in France. He can no longer see
26
the pink sky, and he tells Craig, 'I died that day with you'.
Although we don't see the battle itself, it remains the subtext
for the entire play; the layers of meaning in the play cannot be
accessed witl1out a consideration of the history. The Battle took
place on July 1, 1916, a date which is fraught with meaning to
the Irish. July 1, the anniversary of the Battle of the Boyne
(although the current calendar puts it as July 12), is seen by the
men as particularly fortuitous, since they hope that history will
repeat itself and give further cause for glorious celebration and
sash-\vearing. The mock Battle of Scarva that the men perform,
during which Pyper trips and King James wins, hints that the
battle to come may not turn out as they would wish, and implies that the reiteration of the story can indeed change the
outcome, or at least the interpretation of the outcome. The
Somme also took place only months after the Easter Rising, the
story of which Mcllwaine recounts as pure mockery: some
'Fenian' named Pearse 'walked in to post a letter and got carried
away and thought it was Christmas', 27 and ended up being shot
by his own disgusted mother. Pyper asks where Mcilwaine got
this version of events, and Mcllwaine tells him that Roulston
told him; Roulston mentions that the best facts were made up
by Mcllwaine, and Mcllwaine is pleased by the admiration of
his creativity. Not only does this scene represent an attempt to
narrate the story in more palatable terms, revising history, but it
also establishes the clear difference between the Northern and
Southern concerns: The North is effectively distanced from the
South. The irony of using this setting comes, of course, when
we consider that when so many of the UVF were killed in the
Somme, the union between Britain and Ulster was fairly cemented, according to many, and the relationship with the Republic would never again be one of complete trust and unification. Thus, at least for the results of the Somme, Southern
concerns and Northern concerns were inextricably entwined.
While others have discussed the meta-theatricality of the
play (including Dean and Jordan), few have discussed the element of prayer in the play. Although the play begins by setting
up the re-enactment, it ends with a prayer, the epitome of all
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performative speech acts, as Fintan O'Toole, discussing Tom
Murphy, notes:
A survev in 197 4 found that 97 per cent of Irish people
prayed ~t least once a day, and 45 per cent said that they
prayed for material reasons, for pr?tectlon from 1llness, for
comfort and prosperity. Even fitteen years after Irel~nd
started to become a modern industrial society, the mag1eal
notion that one's lot in the world can be transformed by the
28
speaking of certain words remained deeply embedded.
O'Toole goes on to say that words, for Murphy, m~ght be u~ed
'either to maim or to heal, to kill or to cure. Parual, selective
revelations are used as weapons to hurt others, and only a full,
cathartic exorcism of past secrets can have the effect of chang29
ing things and making a new wholeness poss1"bl. e. ' Th e cath ~t-·
sis allows for a mutability of existence that 1s not otherw1se
afforded, but those 'partial, selective revelations' are the very
things that Pyper fears will give the 'inventi(~n' sh~pe. He 1s th~s
unsure whether a repetition of the story w1ll ma1m or heal, kill
or cure.
The irony of course is that the prayer is, as we know from
our history, .absolutely ignored.
God in heaven, if you hear the words of man, l speak to you
this dav. I do it now to ask we be spared. 1 do it to ask for
strength. Strength for these men around me, strength for
myself. If you are a just and merciful God, show your mercy
this day. Save us. Save our country. De~troy our ene:n1es at
home and on this field of battle. Let this day at the Somme
be as glorious in the memory of Ulster as that day at the
.
"0
Bovne when vou scattered our enem1cs ...."
-

'

J

The reality that the prayer attempts to mitigate is relentless;
despite Pyper's insistence that the Somme. has metonymically
become all of their rivers, the river that w1ll take them home,
(an insistence that has certainly come full circle since the begi~
ning of the play), the worst of their fear~ are fulfi~ed. H1s
friends are killed horribly. Craig exhorts h1m to surv1ve, and
Pyper does live, but it is questionable whether or ~ot he survives. Both the dramatic audience and Pyper's audience know
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that the prayer is pointless and that death awaits them. The day
will be anything but glorious in the memory of Ulster, and its
associations with the Boyne (including the date) are unfortunate
at best. Words are proven to be unreliable and fallacious, not at
all presenting a new reality. The ultimate form of Irish performative language fails in its ability to redefine reality.
Two factors potentially mitigate that consideration of prayer
as failed performative. The first is that McGuinness has carefully crafted the prayer to be subjunctive: '.. . if you hear the
words of man, I speak to you this day . . . If you are a just and
merciful God, show your mercy this day'. Pyper's request is
contingent upon something of which he has no clear concept.
If the words were purely performative, then they might imply
that, in the failure to answer the prayer, there is no God at all.
However, this is not the only prayer in the play. Pyper had
vowed never to return to France, but 'If I did go back, I asked
that I be struck blind. I made a covenant, and I survived.'31 He
did return, voluntarily, and his covenant was indeed honoured.
This is the prayer that seems to have been granted, as the Elder
Pyper speaks of his lot in life; he did not get to be the hero and
die on the field that day, but 'Darkness, for eternity, is not
survival'. 32 He cannot be said to have survived when he is
refused the illumination of his own identity through the interpellation that heroism might have allowed him. Performativity
has its limits: while some individuals may have been reinterpellated, refusal of that interpellation is possible. Ultimately, history cannot be revised, try though one might through
reiteration of the narratives of history.
1
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